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of communications – you won’t get through 
this crisis without staying close to your clients

• Collate client actions and project intell to 
help everyone keep track

A who’s who of the North American and  
global consulting and professional 

technical services sector gathered virtually 
for AEC Advisors’ webinar to address the early 
industry response to COVID-19 based on the 
first few weeks of the escalating crisis.

Environment Analyst’s Liz Trew joined around 
370 business leaders to learn more about what 
good leadership looks like in these challenging 
times. This follows on from AEC Advisors’ 
first 'COVID-19 - impacts on the AEC industry' 
survey as featured by EA.

Collectively the CEOs, CFOs and other senior 
executives who signed up for the webinar 
are responsible for managing companies 
with a combined revenue total of $100bn, 
representing a cross sector of firms from 
smaller outfits to the super large >$1bn 
revenue entities.

AEC Advisors president Andrej Avelini led the 
interactive discussion with panelists - Susan 
Reisbord, CEO & managing director, Cardno; 
Hisham Mahmoud, global president & CEO, 
Golder; and Doug McKeown, CEO, Woodard 
& Curran – covering a range of topics based 
on their experiences and insights to date of 
managing their companies, workforces, and 
client projects and relationships in the new 
world constrained by coronavirus.

Environment Analyst summarises the key 
takeaways, including how to see the positives 

Leadership at a Time of Crisis

and opportunities when there are heavy 
storm clouds on the horizon [the comments 
below are not directly attributed to individual 
panelists].  

Early actions and 
communication strategies

• Leadership needs to establish a weekly 
COVID-19 reporting process and a 
communications cadence for employees, 
which will take away some of people’s anxiety 
from thinking about it all of the time and get 
into new-normal routines

• In addition to a global/organisation-wide 
crisis management team, it is important to 
allow local level management tactics too. 
Provide transparent, factual, and brutally 
honest communications across the company 
and also to clients - many of whom are equally, 
if not more confused, about what will happen

• Utilise in-house capabilities – e.g. experts 
in chemicals risk, epidemiology, hazard 
incident/natural disaster management 
planning, contract law - to feed into internal 
incident management and business continuity 
planning. These can also be deployed 
externally to support clients with their crisis 
management needs

• Key customer account programmes can 
be an important way to focus the structure 

Consulting business leaders share their key lessons learned for coping in crisis mode, focusing 
on business continuity and resilience, employee management, and effective communications 
strategies, as well as the financial implications

“Providing regular, 
transparent, factual, 
and brutally honest 
communications is very 
important
Hisham Mahmoud, Global President & CEO, 
Golder

Establishing a weekly COVID-19 reporting process 
and a communications cadence will take away 
some of the anxiety

Doug McKeown, CEO, Woodard & Curran

“

https://environment-analyst.com/mis/102693/covid-19-an-early-assessment-of-us-industry-impacts
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Managing a remote 
workforce and other HR 
challenges

• A lot of the industry’s site-based work is 
being classed as ‘essential’ or ‘critical’ so 
being able to continue doing so safely is of 
utmost priority for firms in this industry

• This is an industry which is fairly mobile 
already and quite easy to manage remotely, 
but for some staff such as modelers, 
designers and others not accustomed to 
home-working there’s an opportunity to do 
capability building and also to learn with a 
view to reinventing aspects of future working 
practice

• Homeworkers need work and everyone 
needs to have absolute clarity on work 
expectations; but there needs to be flexibility 
and understanding of the challenges faced at 
home around childcare, etc

• Taking travel time out of the mix can leave 
more time for direct meetings

• Encourage both formal (work-based) and 
informal (non-work-based social) colleague 
connections or virtual teams - there’s a 
heighted need to provide a sense of belonging 
to those working remotely. Daily check-ins are 
important. Try to make sure people have some 
fun with it; and consider a mentor scheme to 
keep an eye on mental health and wellbeing. 

Matthew Farrow, EIC

Or perhaps define new smaller sub-teams 
who can monitor each other; remember it is 
well documented that people who work for 
protracted period in isolation are more prone 
to depression and substance abuse

• Salary reductions vs furloughs/layoffs – 
everything should be on the table but with 
across-the-board pay cuts it can really injure 
people so it might be preferable to make 
furloughs or permanent cuts than to ‘give 
everyone a poke in the eye’. But at this time 
more than ever people need to be super 
motivated as the business hasn’t stopped 
and there is a need to be ready for the pick 
up on the other side, so trying to hold onto 
employees wherever possible feeds into 
business continuity plans and good ESG

Financial & M&A 
implications

• ‘Cash is king’ on many fronts – so empower 
all employees to understand their role in 
terms of cash management. Cash is going to 
be the big killer if we’re not careful, as most 
economists are now saying we are already 
in recession. Early indications are that the 
speed and universality of the COVID-19 
economic fall-out is more dramatic than the 
GFC (therefore, even assuming a vaccine is 
found and comes into play, we should still be 
planning for a very deep recession)

• Beware the ‘lag’ in consultancy – which 
caught out many AEC firms post-GFC as 
the project backlog can give a false sense 
of security (history has shown that next year 

could be much worse for the industry than 
this one)

• Clearly there will be some curtailing in 
revenue; getting good data for ‘pulling the 
levers’, and knowing what the baselines are 
for pulling those levers, is critical. Keep a 
close eye on utilization, as the backlog can 
dry up very quickly. Financial data dashboards  
and models may need fine-tuning to monitor 
more granular/week-by-week changes

• Client sector impacts - some industries 
such as the airlines have already put 
everything on hold, while others are moving 
project timelines to the right (this is being 
observed in US oil & gas remediation and 
assessment projects for instance). We 
know infrastructure is going to do well from 
government fiscal stimulus but oil & gas, 
mining, and manufacturing are going to be 

“There will be 
unprecedented M&A 
opportunities in this 
crisis

Andrej Avelini, President, AEC Advisors
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Running out of cash is 
going to be the biggest 
killer of companies in 
this environment

Hisham Mahmoud, Global President & CEO, 
Golder

“
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both the knowns and unknowns, show your 
vulnerability and don’t try and sugar coat the 
message as our industry is full of the brightest, 
most intelligent people (and they will recognise 
BS!)  

• Progress business continuity planning 
and start pivoting towards new business 
opportunities arising from this new playing 
field

With thanks to AEC Advisors:  
www.aecadvisors.com.
For more information visit:
www.environment-analyst.com

severely impacted. We can anticipate a trend 
towards the onshoring of the manufacturing 
base in the longer term. Projects in China and  
Hong Kong are gradually coming back online  
but they not yet back to pre-COVID-19 levels

• There will be bankruptcies and clients will 
try to stretch their payment terms; also expect 
project/vendor claims to go up in times of 
recession

• Beware of the increased incidence/
exposure to cyber security breaches and fraud 
crimes (consider pulling back on company 
credit cards at this time)

• On enterprise value (EV) trends - stock 
valuation is a killer for employee-owned firms 
if it’s a deeper, longer recession. Although it’s 
tough to value any asset right now there will 
be inevitably a more conservative approach 
and a ‘COVID-19 uncertainty factor’ applied

• The chart below shows the EV/EBITDA 
trend for the cohort of 17 AEC North American 
firms which AEC Advisors are tracking in their 
index (including AECOM, Arcadis, ICF, Jacobs, 
SNC-Lavalin, Stantec, Tetra Tech and WSP). 
It shows the average EV/EBITDA values for 
these firms are down 36% from their peak in 
January of this year which was approaching 
a historic high at that time

• M&A considerations – it seems pertinent 
to de-risk your acquisitive strategy but it 
needn’t be shelved altogether; don’t forget 
transactions can be made in equity not cash 
which might be preferable; there will some 
opportunistic buys as some firms are going 
to need a lifeline to survive  

In terms of M&A activity, Andrej Avelini 

summarised his take on the present situation 
given the AEC Advisors team’s extensive 
experience in supporting many industry 
transactions over the years: “Currently, we 
are seeing our M&A deals in due diligence 
proceeding to closing. We are also already 
seeing firms in a cash crunch seeking a ‘white 
knight’ buyer. 

“I do think that firms in our industry sitting 
on excess cash and no debt (frankly, the 
majority of AEC firms are very conservatively 
capitalised), are in a position to acquire firms 
in trouble, and pick up talent that will be let 
go. It is not for the faint of heart but there will 
be unprecedented M&A opportunities in this 
crisis.”

Leadership (when not in the 
office anymore!)

• It is essential that all the company’s owners 
& leaders are on board with the strategy of 
when and how the ‘levers are pulled’ to enact 
the critical decisions

• Now may be the best time to review the 
underperforming parts of the business or 
people and ‘clear the decks’; it’s much harder 
to make purges in the boom times

• ‘Manage the meaning’ - be brutal in your 
honesty and don't give a false sense of 
security

• Consider doing a weekly CEO/MD address 
to employees for reassurance; it’s important 
to project calmness and optimism; develop 
a pattern of communications and try and 
commit to it. It is also valuable to share 

Source: AEC Advisors

“We need people to be 
super motivated and ready 
for the pick-up
Susan Reisbord, CEO & Managing Director, Cardno

http://www.aecadvisors.com
http://www.environment-analyst.com

